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Chris Wickham is a lecturer in Medieval History in the 
University of Birmingham and has been nurtured in the new 
style of medieval historical study that owes so much to the 
Annales school. His account of Italy between 400 and 1000 is, 
therefore, essentially analytical in approach. He confronts the 
basic problem of explaining the rise and collapse of the Kingdom 
of Italy through an exploration of such topics as the relationship 
between city and countryside, landowning patterns, kinship, 
hierarchy and lordship. Recent scholarship, dealing with all 
these matters, is expertly surveyed and the author adds some 
wise insights of his own into what is a notoriously difficult area of 
historical study, largely neglected by British historians. He 
shows the importance of archaeology to the medieval historian, 
and a knowledge of the works of social anthropologists has 
enriched his understanding of medieval Italian society. 
Particularly rewarding are the assertion of the autonomy of early 
medieval Italian history and the objection to the tendency of 
most historians to view that history merely as a prelude to the 
story of the Italian communes. Professional medievalists and 
Italian historians will all welcome this book. It has a comprehen- 
sive bibliography which will be useful to the clear-sighted or to 
those who possess a magnifving glass. It also has excellent maps. 
However, it is difficult to envisage it as a student textbook. The 
absence of an overall narrative structure, however understand- 
able that absence may be, is often confusing. The author also 
assumes, on the part of his readers a considerable technical 
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expertise in both medieval and Byzantine history. In addition, 
the footnotes are difficult to follow and only the most dedicated 


student would persevere in trying to trace a reference through 
them. Judith Hook (945) 


Italy Society in Crisis/Society in Transformation. John Fraser 
320p Ref Bibl Index £10-95ISBN 07100 0771 X Routledge 1981 

This analysis of the Italian ‘crisis’ by John Fraser, educated in 
Britain but now Associate Professor of Political Science at the 
University of Waterloo, Ontario, is, despite its title, less an 
account of contemporary socio-political conditions in Italy than 
a critique of the Italian Left’s intellectual response to those con- 
ditions. The focus is the traditional Marxist concept of ‘crisis’, 
and its adequacy in a society that, like Italy, faces the con- 
tradictory challenge of modernizing a dualistic economy in a 
period of relative economic decline. Fraser argues, from a 
detailed study of Leftist writers, that none of the present-day 
schools of Marxist thought provides an adequate strategic 
framework by which a transition to socialism may be forged from 
the Italian crisis. Instead, the crisis is likely to be neither 
resolved nor exploded, but simply ‘administered’. For those with 
a taste for these often rather arid and highly abstract debates 
but who lack a reading knowledge of Italian, this book provides a 
useful source of reference—though not an introduction, for it 
assumes a substantial knowledge of Italian society and politics. 
However, it is written in a dense, impenetrable style (which will 
make it almost unreadable to those without a perfect command 
of English) and is shot through with almost wilfully obscure 
phraseology. If an important test of a book of high Marxist 
theory is a clear and concise critique of ideas, the book leaves 
much to be desired. David Hine (945.092168) 
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